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_NO ONE DOES IT ALONE 


Mi Casa a refuge for hundreds of women 


DENVER--Mi Casa, Spanish for "my home," doesn't sound like a 
business. 


A restored combination of several old homes in a 


deteriorating west Denver neighborhood, Mi Casa doesn't look like 
a business. 


But its director, Cecilia (Cec) Ortiz, insists it is a 
business, of sorts. 


"In 1989 we generated $3.4 million through the Denver 
economy in wages," she says. "Non-profits are seen as a soft 
part of the economy, but we feel we are very much a part of it." 


The millions of dollars are generated by helping hundreds of 
women and girls to help themselves. For 14 years, Mi Casa has 
provided employment training and educational services to low 
income, predominantly minority women and girls in Denver. In 


1990 Mi Casa helped more than 1,200 women. Part of the support 
for its paid staff of 21 and its 250 volunteers comes from almost 
$8,000 in U.S. Labor Department grants since 1988. 


It was through Mi Casa that Twila Joy Bell was able to 
adjust to life as a single mother. Eight months pregnant and on 
her own, Bell moved from Seattle to Denver to be near her mother. 
Following the birth of her daughter, Bell was forced to go on 
public assistance, a difficult mental move since she and her 
former husband had once owned their own business. 


"I became very depressed and taking that money made me more 
depressed," says Bell, 31. "I wanted to be home with my baby, 
but I realized I wasn't helping her that way." 


Bell contacted Denver's social service agency, which 
referred her to Mi Casa. Within a week she was taking classes at 
Mi Casa in building self esteem; in two weeks she began classes 
in resume-writing and job-interviewing, and by the third week she 
was sending her resumes out to businesses on Mi Casa's job 
reference list. On July 16, less than a month after she first 
walked into Mi Casa's front door, Bell had a part-time job as a 
technical assistant at Volt Technical Services, a temporary 
employment agency for technicians, engineers, scientists and 
other professionals. 
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Already, Bell has received two raises and is now earning 
$8.50 an hour. The company has agreed to let her work part time 
when she enrolls in nursing school next summer. 


Like most women placed in jobs through Mi Casa, Bell did not 
start working at the minimum wage. "We don't want to take women 
off welfare and place them in another poverty line," says Ortiz. 


"If I had never stepped through those doors, I'd still be 
depressed," Bell says. “They set me up and told me I could do 
it. They gave me hope. The support is what I needed. Once 
you're depressed, it's hard to get out unless you have someone to 
help." 


Hundreds of other women probably have the same feeling of 
gratitude toward Mi Casa. 


Its services are well recognized; Mi Casa has received 
several state and national awards, and Ortiz this year received 
the Ms. Foundation Woman of Vision award for work in empowerment 
of women. 


"The women in there all believe in each other. They're very 
effective in all they do," says Ernie Sanchez, DOL public affairs 
director for Denver. 


And they do a lot. 


Since only 14 percent of the residents in Mi Casa's 
neighborhood have high school diplomas, it first developed a GED 
program which works in coordination with employment training. 


After seeing dozens of young women with children and no high 
school diploma, Mi Casa started its Mi Carrerra (my career) 
program. Freshmen girls at Denver's West High School sign 
contracts with Mi Casa stating that if they stay in school for 
four years, Mi Casa will help them get into college and find 
financial support or will help them find a job. 


In 1979 Mi Carrera began with 10 contracts and now has 60 


young women signed up. Last year, 89 percent of them finished 
high school, Ortiz says. 


FENIX (Spanish for Phoenix), a high school pregnancy 
prevention program, was organized by Ortiz in 1986 and is the 


only Mi Casa program that involves male students as well as 
women. 
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A Business Center for Women helps women start their own 


businesses. Ortiz says 50 firms are now run by former Mi Casa 
clients. 


Sixty percent of the women who come into Mi Casa looking for 
help are single parents, Ortiz says. Most are between 27 and 34 


in age. Many have endured abusive marriages and difficult 
divorces. 


"That's why I love Mi Casa," says Ortiz. "If you're 
provided options, you can do what you want. It's just a matter 


of knowing what you want, and you don't do it alone. No one does 
it alone." 





Week of October 7, 1991 


FILLERS FROM THE U.S. DEPARTMENT OF LABOR 


Throughout the postwar era, U.S. manufacturing productivity 
has been growing more slowly than that of its chief trading 
competitors, according to the U.S. Labor Department publication, 
"Workforce 2000." Between 1950 and 1983, output per hour of U.S. 
workers increased by 129 percent. Canadian workers' productivity 
rose by 215 percent during the same period; France and West 
German output increased by 458 and 508 percent, while Japanese 
workers increased their output per hour by 1,624 percent. 


| € 


Several studies in the late 1970's showed that Japanese 
carmakers could produce an automobile with 10 to 30 percent fewer 
hours of labor than American firms, according to "Workforce 
2000," a U.S. Labor Department publication. Between 1975 and 
1980, output per hour in U.S. manufacturing rose by an average of 


1.7 percent per year, compared to 3.8 percent in West Germany and 
8.6 percent in Japan. 


# # # 


Between 1975 and 1983, the U.S. share of world steel 
production declined from 16 to 12 percent; for autos, the drop in 
volume was 22 percent, according to “Workforce 2000," a U.S. 
Labor Department publication. 
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